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PREFACE
The purpose of this paper is to attempt to determine the value of
using phonetics in teaching children to read.

Its place in the reading

program in the past and present will be discussed.

In attempting to

determine the value of phonetics in the reading program, information
will be presented from several sources.

One source will be that of

researchers, writers, and educators interested in an evaluation of
phonetics in the reading program.

The evidence and conclusions presented

by these people will be presented and discussed.
mation will be that of the East Richland Unit.

Another source of inforHaving had phonetics in

the East Richland reading program for nine years, it is now possible to
make an evaluation concernings its effectiveness.

In making this

evaluation, test data attained and compiled by the East Richland guidance
department will be presented.
two surveys will be given.

In addition to the test data, results of

One of the surveys is concerned with the

elementary teachers' opinions of phonetics.

The other survey is concerned

with the opinions of parents who have had children that have been taught
by the phonetic method.

Results of these surveys are discussed and

presented in tables.
Acknowledgment should be given to those people who have helped to
make this study possible.

First, thanks should be expressed to the many

teachers in the East Richland Unit who have contributed information as
well as their time in making this study.

Many parents have also

contributed to this paper by completing questionnaires and returning them.
iii

Also, acknowledgment should be given to the administration of the East
Richland Unit for their cooperation in offering information and
assistance.

Gratefulness is extended to all who have assisted or in any

way contributed in making this study.
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CHAPTER I
THE ORIGIN AND PRESENT STATUS OF PHONETICS
The Importance of Reading
Many of today's parents are asking school people:
children read?"

11

-V..Thy can't our

A goodly number of interested parents are inquiring into:

(1) the approach used in teaching beginners to read, (2) method of
instruction, (3) aids given in helping the child attack reading material,
and (4) how the child gains security in independent reading.

In all the

phases of reading through which the child passes, the teacher plays an
important role.

So very often, the attitude of the teacher is the

factor which causes the child either to attack the reading skill with a
desire for mastery or to build a mental block against reading and all
that it involves because of inability to comprehend what is being presented.
Of the one child, people might comment that

11

he will learn in

spite of the teacher," and in the case of the second, "he is too dumb
to learn. 11

Neither conclusion is true in most instances.

The American public school is dedicated to the concept that everyone should learn to accept the responsibility of intelligent citizenship.
In order to accept that responsibility, it is necessary for him to learn
to read.

Reading is the ability of a person to perceive something,such

as a book, with understanding of its letters and symbols.
to utter aloud words that are written.

It also means

If schools expect to be success-

ful in endeavoring to teach children to read, plans and methods need to
be formulated.

2

Early Methods of Teaching Reading
Methods used in the teaching of reading do not just happen.

They

grow out of testing, checking, experimenting, and practicing in many
different areas of learning.

Teachers all over the country have contri-

buted information and have compiled data from experiments and classroom
practices.

These have been evaluated and measured by others who have

checked and rechecked and then compared the results.

The results have

been published to help other interested people, as well as the teachers
themselves, become acquainted with the efforts of the American public
school to do its share in helping each and every child assume his rightful place in the American democracy.
Learning to read is a difficult undertaking because: (1) reading
involves the use of symbols which in themselves have no meaning and must
be combined in many variations to make new symbols which do have meaning,
and (2) reading is not something demonstrable.

1

What is done in the teaching of reading today is the result of a
trial and error method practiced by our many forefathers in the teaching
field.

Everyone was required to learn the alphabet and the sounds the

letters were said to have and then blend those sounds into syllables and
finally into words.

It was a very difficult and long drawn out process

and required a mental age beyond that of most beginning school children.
As schools became more numerous and school people became more
interested in the child as an individual, rather than in the printed

1George Reynolds, nTeaching Reading, n National Education Association
Journal, XLIII (September, 195L~),pp. 332-335.
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material, teaching methods began to have more fluidity.

The methods

included learning the alphabet, but they also associated objects and
words, pictures and printed material, and live situations which could be
made into vocal stories which were then written by the teacher.

School

methods progressed until today the teaching of reading includes many
devices such as: (1) pictures, (2) context, (3) structural analysis,
(4) recognition of a familiar part of a word, (5) configuration, (6)
similarity to a known word, and (7) phonics. 1
The first six of the above approaches or devices might be called
the

11

sightn approach to reading because the child must learn to assimilate

these helps visually.

This means the child must look and see what is

to be read and recognize it by what he has previously learned.

His

method of associating new with old is based upon the word-memory ability.
The seventh approach is the one that will be discussed on the following
pages.
The Phonetics Approach to Reading
The seventh approach tends to give the child a reason why the word
is constructed as it is.

He learns that there is a reason: (1) why

some of our alphabetical symbols have many sounds while others have only
one, (2) why some of the letters are called vowels and others are called
consonants, (3) why the words are divided into syllables, (4) why just
so much of a word is a syllable, (5) how some of the vowels are influenced
by the consonant and many more things. 2

1Thelma Shaw Atkins, nThe First Grade Phonics in Texas Schools,"
Elementary English, XXX (May, 1953), pp. 294-95.
2c1aude C. Harris, 11 Beginners Do Learn to Read, 11 The Oklahoma
Teacher, a reprint (Indianapolis: The Economy Co., 1953)-:-Pp. 41-42.
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This approach is based on the assumption that analytic techniques
as well as whole techniques should be developed from the beginning of the
pupil's experience in reading.

One kind of program might proceed some-

what along the following pattern.
perception is followed.

A systematic program of analytic word

The child does not start his formal reading until

he has learned some basics of phonetics.

He needs to know by sight and

sound the letters of which VJOrds are composed.

He also needs to be able

to apply a few simple phonetic generalizations regarding their use.

He

learns the vowels first, since the vowel is the basic unit in the syllable,
and since most consonants depend upon vowels for their specific sounds.
The pupil is thus prepared to regard words as differentiated wholes when
he begins to read independently.

The pupil then applies word perception

skills in reading situations.
During a brief phonics period preceding the reading of each story,
new phonetic sounds and principles are introduced and sounds previously
learned are reviewed.

The pupils apply these same sounds and principles

in attacking new words in the story which is read during the reading
period.
The child soon learns to look for the reason behind the correct
pronunciation of words.

He can associate the unknown with something he

has previously learned and begin to connect the two in a logical way.
In short, there is a connection, in his mind, between the parts of a
word and the whole word.

In this way phonetics teaches the child to be

an independent reader who is not dependent upon a controlled sight
vocabulary.

5

Phonetics from 1900 to the Present
In the early part of the century, phonics took the form of sounding
out every word into individual sounds and syllables and trying to build
a piece by piece spoken word without having any idea what the word
meant as a whole.

Proponents of this theory were almost fanatical in

their industrious teaching of the method, which led some educators to
revolt against its practices and thus pave the way for the sight-memory
method that followed twenty years later.
It was during the twenties and thirties that the sight-memory
proponents held sway, and major educators throughout the country swung
to the support of it.

There were arguments in favor of sight reading

so long as the child got the meaning of the printed material.

This might

have been well enough as long as the reading was on a story book level,
but when it came to factual and scientific material which required
definite correct pronunciation and word meaning for correct interpretation, there the shortcomings of such a practice began to show up.

High

school and college instructors began to wonder what was going on in the
elementary schools of our country.

Students were being sent on to them

with so little background in the basic fundamentals of reading that the
students could not read their texts.

Educators began to sift evidence

to get at the basis of what was wrong with instruction of reading.
In reviewing the pattern of emphasis of phonics and the sightmemory method, it seems that they have followed a cycle.
the

centur~

phonics was accepted enthusiastically.

At the turn of

From 1920 to 1940

phonics was in dispute in many places and was renounced in large numbers

6

of schools.

In about 1940, however, a new interest in phonics began, and

it has climbed steadily to the present.

1

lNila B. Smith, "What Research Says About Phonics Instruction,"
Journal of Educational Research, LI (September, 1957).

CHAPTER II

RESEARCH ON PHONETICS
During the last several decades of educational progress, there were
many teachers who were doing a very good job of combining sight-memory
vocabulary teaching with older phonics methods and producing students
who were able to go on to a successful higher education.

Remedial reading

began to be emphasized in which the child was dealt with more or less
individually and began to slowly and surely learn the basic facts of a
reading program which included phonics practices. 1
Among the educators who recognize the importance of phonics in the
reading program is Donald C. Agnew.

In his article, "How Useful is

Phonics in Reading?" in Hunnicutt's Research in the

Three~

he presents

the following arguments in favor of phonetics:
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Phonetic training has been used in the teaching of
reading for a century and should be scrutinized
carefully before being abandoned.
Phonetic training gives the pupils independence in
recognizing words previously learned.
Phonetic training aids in 'unlocking' new words by
giving the pupil a method of sound analysis.
Phonetic training encourages correct pronunciation
and enunciation.
Phonetic training gives valuable 'ear training' in
recognizing and differentiating sounds.
Phonetic training improves the quality of oral
reading, for instance, in breath control and in
speech coordination.

1Howard Whitman, r'Why Don't They Teach My Child to Read?" Collier's,
CXXXIV (November 26, 1954), pp. 102-105.
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7.
8.

9.

Phonetic training improves spelling.
Many cases of reading disability may be traced to
deficiencies in word recognition and sound analysis.
These disabilities are often overcome bl remedial
procedures involving phonetic training.

In the same article are arguments against phonetics:

1.
2.
3.

4.
5.
6.

7.
8.

Phonetic training tends to isolate words from their
meaningful function by emphasizing sound.
Phonetic training tends to lead to the neglect of
context clues.
Phonetic training tends to sacrifice interest in the
content of reading.
Phonetic training leads to unnecessarily laborious
recognition of familiar words.
Phonetic training is impractical because of the nonphonetic character of English.
Phonetic training is unnecessary for many pupils since
its advantages can be obtained without formal training.
Phonetic training encourages the breaking of words into
unnecessarily small units.
Phonetic training tends to emphasize too explicit
articulation.2

One phonetic system of teaching reading uses the vowel approach and
another system uses the consonant approach.

Phonics or phonetics, as it

has begun to be called, is based upon rules or keys to reading in one
system.

The child usually begins to attack words from th:: long vowel

angle as soon as he starts his first grade intensive reading training.
He progresses through these long vowel sounds and illustrations with
many experience stories and into short vowel sounds and illustrations.
He learns the consonants, not in alphabetical order but in the order of
use of words of his pre-school vocabulary.

As his knowledge of sounds

increases, the consonants and vowels are put together to form words that

lnonald C. Agnew, "How Useful are Phonics in Reading?" Research
in the Three R's, C. W. Hunnicutt and William J. Iverson, Editors.
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1958), pp. 70-81.
2Ibid.
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he can already use in his oral vocabulary and can thus more readily
accept into his reading vocabulary.

Blends, digraphs, and diphthongs

are words that sound strange in a first grade child's vocabulary but
are accepted readily when they make sense to him as a way to attack the
reading problem.
Kearney has included phonics as an important component inlhe
knowledge and understandings of children in the primary period.

He says:

He [the childJ should be able to spell from dictation,
seven out of ten unfamiliar one-syllable words if they are
completely phonetic • • • and should know the common sounds
fi.n word~ that go with the letters representing them. He
should recognize simple phonetic clues in spelling and use
simple word-analysis techniques as an aid in spelling. 1
McKee has set up a suggested program of instruction in reading that
includes basic materials to use with any basic text series.

These

suggestions apply to instruction during the first three grades.

It is

in this program that he states:
Phonetic analysis is inadequate alone--only one tool-and does not make the pupil sufficiently aware of relations
between word identification and the job of reading for
meaning.2
From the previous statement we see that McKee considers phonetics
essential but not to the exclusion of other tools.
Leonard W. Cox 3 of Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, scored 1,448 Metropolitan Achievement Tests, Primary Battery, Fonn s.

These were administered

1Nolan C. Kearney, Elementary School Objectives
Sage Foundation, 1953), p. 102.

(New York: Russel

2paul McKee, The Teaching of Reading in the Elementary School
(Chicago: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1948), p. 240.
3Leonard W. Cox, Letter to the Economy Company
Indiana: The Economy Company, May 28, 1954).

(Indianapolis,

10
to students having completed the second year of phonetic training.

The

children tested were from fifty-seven different classes located in
thirty-five school systems in eight states.

The sizes of the classes

varied from four pupils in one room rural schools to forty-two in a large
city system.

The median class was twenty-six.

In interpreting the

scores, Dr. Cox discovered 86% were at, or above, the norm in word
meaning, and that on average reading, 86% were at, or above, the norm,
which means that as a whole, the group was advanced eight or nine months
above the national norm.
In a discussion of phonics, Young points out that of the onesyllable words with which children learn to read, only thirty-eight per
thousand are not absolutely phonetic.

In addition, the rest of the

language is governed by workable rules, and the exceptions are soon
learned in day to day use. 1
On the other hand, Harris has claimed that published experiments
show:
First-Grade children who were given intensive training
in phonics tended on the average to read somewhat more
slowly and with somewhat poorer comprehension ~han children
who were given incidental phonics instruction.
Some of these experiments, particularly by Gates, caused educators
to question the value of phonics.

More recently, however, evidence on

the effects of teaching phonics has been presented which challenges the
results of the older studies.

1Epsie Young, "Phonics is Only One Way to Word Recognition, n The
Reading Teacher (January 5, 1952).
2Albert J. Harris, How_!:£ Increase Reading Ability
Longmans, Green and Company, 1947), p. 292.

(New York:
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In 19 51, Alvina T. Burrows did research on phonics and summarized
it in an article entitled, '1What About Phonics?n

In a later article

in rtThe Reading Teacher,'' the same author states:
The accumulated findings resulting from twenty years
of varied investigation, when looked at with a view to
finding relationships, points conclusively to a sound case
for teaching phonics, but ~ fn isolation and !!Q! as an
approach to beginning reading.
Gertrude Hildreth, a leading educator and writer, states:
Drill on phonics (1) when given before the children
know word meanings, or before they can pronounce the words
on which phonetic drill is given, certainly could get in
the children's way and prevent them from recognizing whole
words quickly, and (2) in the beginning stages of remedial
work may be a very slow way of achieving the goal, which is
to catch meanings from the printed page; but phonic drill
does help to fix words in mind, provided it is not given
prematurely before the child has learned some words as
meaningful wholes. Phonic practices sharpen both visual
and auditory discrimination of word forms and the generalizatio~s learned provide one means of working out new
words.
,
Favorable results obtained by teaching phonics in the first grade
seem to indicate (1) increased independence in word recognition, (2)
encouragement of correct pronunciation, (3) increased ability in learning
new words, and (4) improvement of quality of oral reading.
made by Dolch and Bloomster,

3

In tests

they found a correlation between phonetic

ability, as measured by the test, and mental age.

Children whose mental

age was below seven were able to do little or nothing on the test.

They

therefore reconunended that the major part of phonics instruction should

1Alvina Trent Burrows, 11The Conflict Over Phonics is Still Raging,"
The Reading Teacher, VI (May, 1953), pp. 12-17.
2Gertrude Hildreth, 0 Learning to Read with Understanding," National
Education Association Journal, XL (January, 1951), pp. 56-57.
3E. W. Dolch and M. Bloomster, "Phonics Readiness," Elementary
School Journal, XXXVIII (1937), pp. 201-205.
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be placed in second and third grade.
With such a statement we come naturally to the question: when in
the child's reading experience is the presentation of phonetic principles
advisable?
Tinker answers the previous question by stating:
Phonetics should be started when the child has readiness
for it: which is (1) when the child has acquired the visual
and auditory discrimination adequate for differentiation
between letter forms and between letter sounds; (2) when the
child has acquired a considerable stock of sight words, (3)
when he has attained a mental age of approximately seven, and
(4) when he is making some progress in a formal reading
situation. 1
These reports seem to indicate that many educators think phonics
has a definite place in the teaching of reading.

Some educators, however,

think that phonics may not be beneficial in some respects.

1Miles A. Tinker, Teaching Elementary Reading
Century-Crofts, Inc., 1952),pp. 93-145.

(New York: Appleton-

CHAPTER III
PHONETICS IN THE READING PROGR.Al'i
IN THE EAST RICHLAND UNIT
Developing a Unified Reading Program
A school system such as the East Richland Unit, with a total
enrollment of almost three thousand students and a teaching personnel of
more than one hundred twenty-five, certainly should be concerned about
the success of its reading program.
The concern of those in the unit who are connected with the
teaching of reading has brought about a new program which is being viewed
with increasing interest by educators, laymen, and parents.
The program developed from a desire on the part of the superintendent and some of the primary teachers to harmonize the reading program
in the nine elementary attendance centers.

By so doing, transfers within

the system would not have such a difficult time adjusting to new
conditions.

At the time of consolidation, and for three or four years

thereafter, there was no unity in text material or method of presentation
between the outlying village schools and the three city schools.

Their

decision was made to adopt a uniform basic text series (Macmillan) for
the unit, and in addition, institute an intensive phonetics training
program beginning in the first grade.
of a new type of reading

progr~~

This proved to be the beginning

in the East Richland Unit.
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The Phonetic Program in Operation
The phonetics program selected was called ;!Phonetic Keys to Reading,"
and was developed by Cornelia Brown Sloop.

It was first promoted by

Dr. Harrell E. Garrison, former director of the University of Oklahoma
Reading Clinic.

The program was instituted in the East Richland Unit

by providing materials for three first grade rooms in two buildings in
September, 1952.
schools.

These rooms were in the Silver Street and Cherry Street

These three teachers began the program by using the readiness

material of the basic reading text (Macmillan), and going on from there
to the first book in the Phonetic Keys series.

The program provides

materials for the children as they start the first grade and before they
have been taught a sight vocabulary.
Readiness Book and Pre-primer.

The first book is called an Audio-

---

In it the children are introduced to the

long and short sounds of the vowels in words which are already in their
speaking vocabulary.

Very simple key rules for identifying the sounds

are given at the same time, and all material is reviewed constantly.

Next,

the initial consonants are taken up, and with them the consonant blends
which they help to form.
own.

The children can sound many new 'WOrds on their

In the experience stories they tell, and in the ones which are

written on the board, they get practice in context clues, association with
familiar words, and practical application of the phonetic keys they are
learning.

By the time this material is completed, the children are

sounding and identifying words in sentences.
At no time are the children expected to memorize rules.

If they

see the reason for a thing being as it is, they usually remember it.
Constant review also helps them make daily application of what they have
studied.
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By the time they have finished the second book of the series,
which is the primer, they are ready to read the pre-primers, primer of
the basic text, and all the supplementary material available.
The first reader takes them into wider reading experiences involving
more difficult reading situations and more "Keysir or rules for good
reading.

By now they have had enough phonetic training to help them

recognize words for themselves and to be independent of a controlled
vocabulary.

To some one unacquainted with the program, it is almost

unbelievable the way the children tackle unusual reading situations with
the skill and certainty of knowing what they are doing.

According to

test results in the East Richland Unit, from this time on, students are
usually able to read more material than was possible under previously
used methods.
The third book of the first year is of first grade level material
and continues along the same lines as the previous two.

It constantly

strives to enlarge the child's vocabulary and background of reasons or
keys.
When the first grade level book is finished, the children are able
to read from an unlimited number of first grade reading materials and
even from books of a more advanced level.

With the program developed as

it is, the second and third readers can best be used by those who have
had experience in the basic phonetic training program in the first grade.
It is here that the second phase of the East Richland program came
in.

During the first year teachers had worked with the teacher's manuals

and the materials of the series.

They now had a year's accumulation of

background materials and experience.

The logical thing to do was to

assign them along with their groups to the second year.

By now the

16
experiment showed interesting possibilities, so it was begun in two more
schools.
The primary teachers and the administration decided it would be
interesting and of value to have an experimental group operating in the
same building with classes being taught by the traditional reading
method.

By testing both groups, a fair evaluation of the experimental

program could be made.
With the beginning of the 1953-54 school term, which was the
second year of the phonetic program in the district, Central School was
included in the program.

In the Central School building, there were

three first, three second, and three third grade groups.
grade rooms were divided as evenly as possible.

The three first

The policy was to keep

class size equal and ability of pupils equal in the classes.

When the

phonetic experiment was instituted there, one of the first grade teachers
volunteered to be the one to try the experiment.

The other first-grade

teachers were to use the basic series and the accepted way they had been
teaching.

The experimental group of first-grade children was made up of

eighteen children with kindergarten experience,and seven who had no
previous school experience.

They began immediately on the program as

outlined by using the basic readiness material.

The next step was into

nphonetic Keys, 11 and at first, the going was slow, which some educators
have used as an argument against it. 1 But with persistence, the program
soon began to pay off in increased ability and self-reliance on the part
of the children.

1Albert J. Harris, .2.E.•

.£.!.!:..,

pp. 281-296.
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In 1954-55, the phonetic program was in its third year of
operation in the district.

The experimental group at Central School,

however, was in the second year of the phonetic program.

During that

year they gained a repeat from another room and a new pupil from France.
One pupil moved away.

Throughout the year there were three reading

groups covering material from pre-primer level to advanced second year
work.
g~oup

Achievement tests at the end of the year showed the experimental
to score better than the other two second-grade rooms in the

building who were not in the experimental program.

These results were

significant because the experimental program had been planned carefully
intending not to give any known advantage to either the controlled or
experimental group.
The next year the four pupils in the experimental group who had
been slow began to gather momentumj and by the end of the year were ready
to do third grade work.

Having checked achievement test results, it was

now evident that it would take them an extra year to complete the
primary program.

The other twenty-two finished the third year of phonetic

work with a median reading score of 4.3.
In 1954-55, the third year of the program, there were three teachers
who had started the program and followed it up to the third year.
were six who were in the second year, and seven
year.

~.no

There

were in the first

There were still five first-grade groups who had not yet been

included in the experiment.
With the large turnover of teachers in the East Richland Unit, only
four teachers followed a group through the entire three years of the
phonetic program.

They were considered as ungraded primary teachers.

18
They were just that, because no group had yet had its whole number absorb
all the material presented.

Therefore, the teacher did not, and still

does not, present second or third grade material alone but has the whole
group divided into smaller groups according to ability.

Thus, in each

room, the teacher has from two to four smaller groups ranging in ability
from primer to superior.
By the time a group has finished the second year in the primary
group, the pupils have mastered the phonetic principles upon which the
program is based.

They are then ready to go to the third year with a

background that will help them in their future reading program.
The phonetic program involved the entire first and second grade in
1956 and the entire third grade in 1957.
By the beginning of the 1956-57 school year, there had been a
change in administration policy by the advent of a new superintendent.
Some teachers in the reading program were unhappy with the idea of keeping
a group more than one year, or in having to present material on a
different grade level each year, so that year marked the end of the
ungraded primary program.
Ungraded Schools
In any successful reading program including the teaching of phonics
or not teaching phonics, the instructor plays a major role.

For that

reason educators all over the country have begun to consider how to
increase reading ability.

Since an ungraded program has been tried and

has played an important role in the East Richland Schools, an explanation
of its operation will be discussed.

Harris says that an increasing

number of schools are finding the solution to many problems in the
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elimination of hard and fast grade boundaries.

Each teacher is expected

to consider herself a teacher of children rather than a teacher of a
certain grade or subject.

If this is the second year the children have

been in school, and some of them are still reading at primer level, the
teacher must work with them at that level.

If others in the class are

capable of using higher grade materials, their needs must also be met.
Children stay with the group in which they are likely to make the most
adequate total adjustment. 1
The undesirability of changing teachers every few months is
recognized by many educators.

When the teacher stays with the class for

a year or more, she has time to study their individual needs.

She also

is relieved of pressure to get quick results and, therefore, does not
have to rush the pupils along faster than they can go.
differences are expected and accepted.

Individual

Accordingly, some schools have

experimented successfully with plans in which the primary teacher stays
with the class two or even three years.
In some schools the grade divisions have been abolished.

The kinder-

garten and subsequent two or three years are conceived as an ungraded
primary division or school.

In these schools, children usually stay with

the group with which they enter.

Their classes are known by their

teacher's names, rather than by grade numbers.

Teachers move along with

their group in a continuous, integrated program in which there are no
grade boundaries. 2

libid., pp. ios-106.

2Ibid.
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In an ungraded school, the teacher becomes known as a continuing
teacher.

She works under conditions in which she deals with (1)

chronological grouping along with 100% promotion, (2) interage grouping
where rigid grade lines are abolished so that children of various ages
work together, or (3) in an ungraded primary school.

l

There is much to say for the ungraded part of the program in East
Richland.

Having tried the ungraded method in the first three grades, it

proved to be advantageous for the teacher to follow the same group of
students through the primary reading program.

The school administration

regarded this aspect of the program as a success and an improvement in
the primary grades.

The teacher had opportunity to gain a thorough

understanding of the students.

In looking at it from the opposite point

of view, the teacher uses new materials each year, and it would be more
difficult to accumulate a backlog of helps to make the work less strenuous.
A teacher who was less well adjusted, or who needed the security of
teaching the same grade, soon became frustrated with the whole program.
Phonics in the Intermediate Grades
After the students leave the primary program and enter the intermediate grades, their phonics training is very limited.
have been taken, however, to aid the program.

Some measures

Each teacher has been

provided with a manual which contains the procedures for teaching the
first three grades of reading with the phonetic program.

In frequent

meetings within each faculty, plans are discussed and formulated whereby

1Ada R. Polkinghorne, "Parents and Teachers Appraise Primary Grade
Grouping, 11 Elementary School Journal, LI (January, 1951), pp. 271-278.
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principles learned are reviewed with materials in use at the time.

In

this manner all of the grades of the elementary school receive some
phonetic review.

The amount of review and use of previously learned

material is probably much less than it should be.

Since the phonetic

training in the primary grades proved to be a worthwhile device in the
reading program, it would no doubt be useful to continue with it through
the intermediate grades.
A step in this direction has been taken for the coming school term.
In September, 1961, the fourth grade will be included in the phonetic
program.

Materials will be furnished for the fourth grade teachers to

continue the program that has been in operation by the first three grades.
The administration and staff have hopes that the intermediate grades can
show improvement from using the phonetic method comparable to that of the
primary grades.

CHAPTER IV
PARENT AND TEACHER SURVEYS
Parent Survey
The parents of children in school are usually aware of what the
student is doing in school.

Since the phonetics reading program had been

in operation for nine years, it had been discussed, and enough parents
were well enough acquainted with it to have formed some opinion about it.
Whether the school patrons

of what the schools are doing is

app~ove

considered to be important in our present-day democratic method of school
control.
In order to receive some of these opinions from the parents, a
survey was conducted by means of a questionnaire.

It was hoped that the

questionnaire received would express the opinions of the parents concerning the success or failure of the program as well as good or bad
influences the program might have on the various areas of school work.
In this survey, questionnaires were sent to all of the parents of
grades four, five, and six, at Central School in May, 1960.
184 students in these three grades.

There were

These grades were selected because

the students had already passed through the primary grades.

All of these

students, with the exception of those that had transferred into the
district, had been taught reading by the phonetic method.

The parents

would thus have watched their children progress through the primary grades
on into the intermediate grades.

In the intermediate grades their school

work would reflect the influence of their phonetic background.

It was
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for these reasons that the intermediate grades were selected.
Of the 184 questionnaires sent, 54% were returned.

Most of those

returned expressed their familiarity with the phonetic method of teaching
reading.

In expressing their opinion concerning teaching by the phonetic

method, 84% thought it to be either excellent or good, and the remaining
16% thought it to be either fair, poor, or gave a different conunent.
Table 1 shows the opinions and percentages for each opinion.
TABLE 1

PARENTS' OPINIONS OF THE PHONETIC METHOD

Opinion

Percentage

Excellent •

44

Good ••

40

Fair

..

Poor

•

~

Other ••

....

..

........

6

. ..

1
9

Expressed opinions indicate that most of the parents answering the
questionnaire were pleased with the phonetic method of teaching reading.
The few who indicated their lack of confidence in this method generally
stated that they were not very familiar with the phonetic program.

They

also did not answer several 'Other questions in the questionnaire.
Parents were also asked their opinion concerning the influence the
phonetic method had had upon their child's reading.
most comments were favorable, as Table 2 reveals.

To this question
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TABLE 2
PARENTS' OPINIONS CONCERNING READING

Percentage

Opinion

.. ...

Easier •

69

Faster • •

46

Slower

3

12

No noticeable difference •

In reviewing these responses an appreciable number of the returned
questionnaires were of the opinion that phonetics helped their child read
easier than did the traditional method.

It is also significant that less

than half of those answering thought this method helped their children
to read faster.

Only 3%, however, were of the opinion that phonetics

caused their child to read slower.

A noticeable number could see no

noticeable difference in their child's reading speed when taught by this
method.
When asked whether they thought their children could pronounce new
words more easily by having been taught by the phonetic method, 90%
reported "yes 11 to this question.

Only 6% answered

and 4% could see no noticeable difference.

11

no" to the question,

On the basis of the returns

on this question, it seems that most parents have the opinion that
pronunciation of new words is a strong aspect of the phonetic program.
The parent questionnaire also included questions with the intent of
determining the influence of family size and economic status as related
to the phonetic method.

A study of the returns revealed no implications
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concerning these aspects.
Parents were also asked to give their opinions concerning the
strong and the weak student.

There was no indication in the returns that

either the strong or the weak student is affected more by the phonetic
method.
Some of the parents who had more than one child taught by the
phonetic method felt that it did not benefit all of their children.

Most

of the parents in this category, however, felt that all their children
benefited from phonetic instruction.
The parents were asked whether or not they would like to see the
phonetic program continued.

The questionnaires revealed 701. in favor of

continuing the phonetic program, 11. in favor of discontinuing, and 291.
having no opinion on the matter.
In sununarizing the general results of the parent questionnaire
returns, it can be stated that most of the parents were very interested
and pleased with the experiences their children were having in learning
to read.

Most of the parents felt that their children's interest in

learning to read had been high.

They showed a preference of the phonetic

method over the traditional method and would like to see it continued.
Strong points were emphasized as well as some weak points in the program.
The parent's signature on the questionnaire was optional• however most
of the parents signed the questionnaire.
The parent questionnaire also had a place for additional comments
other than those contained in the questions.
revealing.

These comments were very

A few of the favorable comments were:

''They began pronouncing large words at an early age."
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''My daughter was first taught by the sight-method and
words were hard for her to pronounce; she then was taught by
the phonetic method and it was much easier. 1 '
"Our children can read strange books with very little
trouble because they sound out new words and therefore they
read more than they would otherwise."
"There seems to be a challenge to master new words."
"Could sound out and pronounce difficult words even in
the first and second grades."
"They do much better school work."
There were also a few unfavorable conunents.
the possible weaknesses in the program.

These reveal some of

Some of them were:

"Could affect their spelling.'!
''They can pronounce but lack understanding of the word. 11
"They tend to dwell too long on certain syllables."
"Could cause them to read more slowly. 0
Teacher Survey
In May of 1960, the elementary faculty of the East Richland Unit
had been acquainted with the phonetic approach to reading for nine years.
By this time, most teachers were well enough informed on the program to
intelligently voice their opinions concerning its value.

With this in

mind, questionnaires were sent to all teachers of grades one through
eight in the East Richland Unit, with the exception of those in the junior
high school. Here, the teachers were less informed and did not have
working relations with teachers who taught it as did the teachers in other
attendance centers.

For that reason the junior high school teachers were

not included in the survey.
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Of the 59 questionnaires sent out, 44 were returned.

All of the

returned questionnaires spoke favorably of teaching by the phonetic
method.

In ranking the method, 68% thought it to be excellent, 32%

thought the method to be good, and none thought it to be fair or poor.
All of the returns indicated that they definitely thought it aids in the
pronunciation of new words.

About 45% felt that all students benefit

from phonetic training in the reading program, and 55% selected the word
11

some" rather than "all" for the mnnber benefited by the program.
Table 3 contains data obtained from all of the returned question-

naires from kindergarten through grade three.

Since teachers of these

grades are more directly associated with the phonetic program, their
opinions were selected and placed in the following table.

The table does

not contain all of the answers to the questionnaire, but contains those
that might be considered most relevant to forming conclusions concerning
the value of phonetics.
TABLE 3

PARTIAL

INFORMATION FROM TEACHER SURVEYa

Number
Years
Taught

Yrs. with
Phonetic
Method

Yrs. with
Other
Method

Opinion of
Phonetic
Method

Aids
Pronunciatiion

Who
Benefits

34

7

27

Good

Yes

All

31

4

27

Good

Yes

Some

34

5

29

Good

Yes

Some

&rable 3 contains information from all teachers reporting from
kindergarten through grade three. The complete questionnaire results
are not tabulated in this table.
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TABLE 3--Continued

Number
Years
Taught

Yrs. with
Phonetic
Method

Yrs. with
Other
Method

Opinion of
Phonetic
Method

Aids
Pronunciat ion

Who
Benefits

38

8

30

Excellent

Yes

All

16

7

9

Excellent

Yes

All

21

6

15

Excellent

Yes

All

12

7

5

Good

Yes

All

5

4

1

Good

Yes

Some

37

12

25

Excellent

Yes

Some

23

5

18

Good

Yes

All

15

10

5

Good

Yes

Some

31

8

23

Excellent

Yes

All

10

5

5

Fair

Yes

Some

9
28

4

5

Yes

Some

6

22

Good
Excellent

Yes

All

29

3

26

Excellent

Yes

Some

24

6

18

Good

Yes

Some

18

1

17

Good

Yes

Some

36

5

31

Good

Yes

Some

32

5

27

Good

Yes

Some

17

7

10

Good

Yes

All

32

3

29

Excellent

Yes

All

22

8

14

Good

Yes

All

34

8

26

Excellent

Yes

All

23

6

17

Good

Yes

All

39

24

0

Good

Yes

All

13

2

11

Good

Yes

All
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From Table 3 it is noticeable that the teachers who ranked the
phonetic method as excellent were teachers with many years of teaching
experience.

It is also noticeable that most of these same teachers were

of the opinion that all children benefited from the phonetic method.
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TABLE 4

FIRST GRADE TEST SCORESa

Year

Number
Pupils
Tested

Word
Picture

Word
Re cognit ion

Word
Meaning

Arithmetic

1950

200

2.2

2.1

2.2

2.1

1951

220

2.2

2.1

2.3

2.4

1952

208

2.2

2.1

2.2

2.2

1953

217

2.2

2.1

2.0

2.2

1954

265

2.2

2.2

2.1

2.4

1955

271

2.2

2.3

2.3

2.2

1956

260

2.6

2.4

2.5

2.6

1957

261

2.5

2.5

2.3

2.4

1958

235

2.4

2.3

2.3

2.3

a:rhese are grade placement medians from Metropolitan Achievement
tests. The tests were administered during the first or second week of
May each year when the median should normally be at 1.8 or 1.9 to be at
national average.
In following the first grade for the nine year period on Table 4,
the latter years for each colUtlUl indicated a small increase compared to
the figures for the years near the beginning of the table.
is not great, but is noticeable.

The increase
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Table 5 contains test scores for the second grade over the period
from 1950 to 1958.

The second grade was administered the Metropolitan

Achievement test.
TABLE 5

SECOND GRADE TEST SCORES

a

Year

Number
Pupils
Tested

Reading

Word
Meaning

Spelling

Arithmetic

1950

206

2.9

2.9

2.7

2.9

1951

218

3.2

3.2

3.0

3.2

1952

205

3.2

3.1

3.1

3.1

1953

;J.95

3.2

3.1

3.0

3.1

1954

224

3.5

3.3

3.9

3.4

1955

255

3.6

3.5

4.0

3.3

1956

250

3.5

3.5

4.1

3.3

1957

247

3.7

3.8

4.3

3.4

1958

250

3.6

3.3

3.6

3.2

ai:rhese are grade placement medians from Metropolitan Achievement
tests. The tests were administered during the first or second week of
May each year when the median should normally be at 2.8 or 2.9 to be at
national average.
In reviewing the scores for the second grade over the nine year
period, the upward trend is indicative in each area in Table 5.
the gain is more pronounced in second than in first grade.

Perhaps
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During the third grade, an achievement test different from the
ones given in the first and second grade was given.

This time the Iowa

Every Pupil Test was administered.
TABLE 6

THIRD GRADE TEST SCORES

a

Language

Ari thme tic

3.3

3.4

3.6

3.7

3.7

3.3

3.6

3.7

3.7

3.6

3.8

3.9

198

3.6

3.4

3.7

3.4

3.8

1954

184

3.6

3.8

3.8

3.7

4.0

1955

236

3.9

3.9

3.9

4.0

4.1

1956

246

3.9

L~.

2

3.9

4.0

4.1

1957

245

3.8

4.2

3.8

4.1

4.1

1958

247

3.6

4.8

3.6

4.1

4.0

Reading
Vocabulary

Year

Number
Pupils
Tested

Reading
Comp rehens ion

1950

189

3.4

3.5

1951

213

3.9

1952

208

1953

Work
Study
Skills

a.rhese are grade placement medians from the Iowa Every Pupil Test.
The tests were administered during the first or second week of May each
year when the median should nonnally be at 3.8 or 3.9 to be at national
average.
The third grade achievement test results indicate an improvement
as did the first and second grades.
test especially indicate improvement.
language, and arithmetic.

Three sections of the third grade
These are on reading vocabulary,
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Until the 1957-58 school year, part of the primary grades were
being taught by the phonetic method and the rest were being taught by
the traditional method.

During the first three years of the phonetic

program, test records were kept separately for comparing both _.methods.
Table 7 gives the comparison of test results of first grade pupils taught
by both methods.
TABLE 7

COMPARISON OF FIRST GRADE TEST SCORES

Word
Picture

No. in
Group
Grade

Year

P.M.

T.M.

P.M.

1

1952-53

77

149

1

1953-54

154

l

1954-55

185

Word
Recognition

Word
Meaning

Arithmetic

T.M.

P.M.

T.M.

P.M.

T.M.

P.M.

T.M.

2.6

2.0

2.4

1.9

2.5

1.9

2.8

1.9

113

2.5

1.9

2.4

1.9

2.4

2.1

2.6

2.3

86

2.4

2.0

2.4

2.0

2.5

2.0

2.3

2.0

Note: The abbreviation P.M. is used for phonetic method, and T.M.
is used for traditional method.
Table 7 indicates a significant difference in test scores.

In

every instance the pupils taught by the phonetic method showed higher
scores than those taught by the traditional method.
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Table 8 contains test scores for second-grade pupils.

During the

first year of phonetic training, the second grade was not involved.
Therefore, the comparisons of test scores are given for only two school
years.
TABLE 8

COMPARISON OF SECOND GRADE TEST SCORES

Reading

No. in
Group

Word
Meaning

Spelling

Arithmeti c

Grade

Year

p .M.

T.M.

p .M.

T .M.

p .M.

T .M.

P.M.

T .M.

P.M.

T.M

2

1953-54

101

123

3.8

3.3

3.7

3.1

4.5

3.3

3.4

3.3

2

1954-55

161

95

4.0

3.2

3.7

3.1

4.3

3.4

3.3

3.2

Note: The abbreviation P.M. is used for phonetic method, and T.M.
is used for traditional method.
Table 8 shows a considerable increase in test scores mainly in
three sections.

The section on reading, word meaning, and spelling show

a marked improvement for the phonetic method over the traditional method.
The arithmetic, however, shows such a slight improvement that it is hardly
noticeable.
By the end of the 1954-55 school year, some of the third-grade
pupils had been taught by the phonetic method for three years.

Some had

been instructed by this method for two years, some for one year, and some
had not had any instruction by the phonetic method.
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Table 9 gives the comparison of test scores of third-grade pupils
who had phonetic training in third-grade compared to those taught by
traditional method.
TABLE 9

COMPARISON OF THIRD GRADE TEST SCORES

Reading
Comprehension

Reading
Vocabulary

Work Study

Language

Arithmetic

P.M.

T.M.

P.M.

T.M.

P.M.

T.M.

P.M.

T.M.

p .M.

T.M.

4.1

3.8

4.1

3.6

4.2

3.7

4.2

3.8

4.2

3.9

Note: The abbreviations P.M. is used for phonetic method, and
T.M. is used for traditional method.
Table 9 indicates those taught by the phonetic method to have a
higher score in every section of the test than those taught by the
traditional method.

The increase in test scores varies from three-tenths

of a year in arithmetic to one-half of a year increase in reading vocabulary
and work study skills.
There is no evidence to show that teachers with many years of
teaching experience spent more or less time stressing the use of phonetics
in the reading program than did teachers with little teaching experience.
There is also no evidence to show that teachers spent more or less time
with either the pupil of much ability or the pupil of lesser ability.
In summarizing the comparisons made of the test results, it is
evident that there is a definite trend throughout the various tables.
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The achievement test results have contributed some of the most
convincing evidence in favor of using phonetics in the reading program.
In every comparison made in the East Richland Unit, it proved to yield
better results than the traditional method.

This would appear to be

convincing proof of the comparative value of the two methods of teaching
reading.

CHAPTER V
SUMMARY AND CCMPARISON OF PUPILS' TEST SCORES
In evaluating the reading program in East Richland, perhaps a
summary of the test scores throughout the years from 1950 through 1958
would give insight into the reading program.
The tests of achievement used for grades one and two were Metropolitan achievement tests; those used for grade three were the Iowa Every
Pupil Test of Basic Skills.
half of May, each spring.

These tests were administered in the first
The average norm for pupils throughout the

United States was 1.8 or 1.9 for grade one, 2.8 or 2.9 for grade two,
and 3.8 or 3.9 for grade three.

The summary is further broken down to

show the improvement made by the group participating with phonetics as
compared to the other group while it was being measured.
Tables 4 through 9 contain test scores for nine school years.
These years are from 1950 through 1958.

During these years achievement

tests were administered near the end of the school year.

Beginning in

1959 the time of testing was changed from the end of the school year to
the beginning of the school year.

Because of this change, the test

results of the years following 1958 do not lend themselves to a fair
comparison with those previous to this change.
do not contain test data from 1959 through 1961.
arranged according to grades.

Therefore, the tables
The tables are

CHAPTER VI

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
In presenting this study there has been research in several areas.
All areas were concerned with the same objective
from a different source.

but presented material

One of these sources came from educators,

writers, and experts in the field of reading.

As the case usually is,

there is a variance of opinions concerning the different aspects of
phonetics and the values of each.

Such things as when to begin phonetics

training, and its value concerning comprehension,are aspects where there
is not complete agreement.

It seems, however, that almost all agree that

phonetics is a useful device in the reading program.

Many have done

extensive research to accumulate evidence on the subject.

The evidence

as presented in this paper points to phonetics as a valuable tool that
can well be used in the reading program.
Another area of research was that of parent and teacher surveys.
Most parents seemed to be well pleased with the East Richland program
in reading as it now exists.

They felt that the phonetic method was of

more benefit to their children in learning to read than was the traditional
method.

They also believed their children to have more interest in

reading, to read easier, and to accept new words as a challenge.

Most

parents preferred to have the program continued.
The conclusion of the teacher survey was very similar to that of
the parent survey.

Teachers were of the opinion that phonetics is

valuable in the reading program.
points and also some weak points.

They felt that it has some strong
All were not agreed in every respect
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concerning its value, but all teachers did desire to continue the present
reading program with phonetics.
Results of the achievement tests showed the phonetic method to
consistently produce better results than did the traditional method.
They show the reading program to have improved over the past nine years.
The faculty and administration feel that nine years of work with
the

11

Phonetic Keys" approach to reading has improved the average reading

ability of the pupils to such an extent that it is being continued.
Beginning in September of 1961, the phonetic program will be
enlarged by extending the program into the fourth grade.
The evidences do not show that it is superior, or that it would be
successful alone, but in combination with a basic text, it has a definite
value in preparing able readers who have confidence in their own
initiative and ability to cope with reading techniques.
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APPENDIX A
QUESTIONNAIRE TO PARENTS
COVER LETTER TO PAREN'fS
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1.

Are you familiar with the phonetic method of teaching reading?
(yes or no)

2.

Number of children in your family having received instruction by
the phonetic method?

3.

--~--~~

Number of children in your family that did not receive reading
instruction by the phonetic method? ______~-

4.

Please circle the word best describing your opinion of teaching
by the phonetic method.

excellent

good

fair

poor

other

----------~

5.

Do you feel that (all some none) of your children having it,
benefited from this type of instruction?

6.

If you have observed a difference in the benefits received, would
you say the (stronger or weaker) student benefits more?

7.

Do you think children instructed in the phonetic method learn to
read (easier, faster, slower, no noticeable difference)?

8.

Do pupils with phonetic training tend to pronowice new words more
easily?

9.

(Yes, no, no noticeable difference)?

Have you observed any noticeable effects from this method?

10. If so, what?

(Yes, no)

~~~~~--~~----------~~~--~~------~--~~--

11. What do you feel, if any, is the chief weakness of the phonetic
method?

~~~----------------~~~~~~~~--~~---------------

12. Would you like to see phonetic instruction (continued, discontinued,
no opinion)?
Parent may or may not sign name

----~~----~--~~--------~~~~---

Any additional conunents will be appreciated,
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COVER LETTER FOR PARENT QUESTIONNAIRE
The following questionnaire is an attempt to evaluate the teaching
of reading by the "phonetic 11 method in the East Richland Schools.

It is

a private survey being conducted in cooperation with the East Richland
District.
Will you kindly complete the questionnaire and return it.
cooperation will be appreciated.

Your
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APPENDIX B
QUESTIONNAIRE TO TEACHERS
COVER LETTER TO TEACHERS
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1.

What grade are you teaching this year? ________Male or female (teacher)

2.

Number of years you have taught _________

3.

Ntmlber of years in this district________

4.

Have you ever taught reading by the phonetic method?

5.

If so, in what grades? __________

6.

How many years have you taught reading by the phonetic method? _______

7.

Have yo'\ taught reading by other than the phonetic method?

8.

If so, ~ what grades?

9.

Please encircle the word best describing your opinion of teaching
by the phonetic

method~

(Yes or no)

For how long? __________

excellent

good

fair

poor

other___________

10. Do pupils with phonetic training tend to pronounce new words more
easily?

(yes or no)

11. Would you say (all, some, none) benefit from phonetic training?
12. Have you observed any noticeable effects from this method?
If so, what? _____________________________

---------

13. What do you feel (if any) is the chief weakness of the phonetic
method program?

-----------------------------------------------------

Any additional comments will be appreciated.
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COVER LETTER FOR TEACHER QUESTIONNAIRE
The following questionnaire is an attempt to evaluate the teaching
of reading by the phonetics method in the East Richland Schools.

Will

/

you kindly complete the questionnaire and return it to your school office.
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